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To this period belongs also the earliest conception of The Dynasts, an old note-book containing, under the date June 2oth, 1875, the suggestion that the author should attempt " An Iliad of Europe from 1789 to 1815."
To this time also seems to belong the execution of what has proved the most attractive section of Mr.  Hardy's poetry,   the  narratives,   or  short  Wessex   ballads.    The method in which these came into the world is very curious. Many of these stories were jotted down to the extent of a stanza or two when the subject first occurred to the author. For instance, " The Fire at Tranter Sweatley's," first published by Lionel Johnson in  1894, had been begun  as early as 1867, and was finished ten years later.    The long ballad of " Leipzig" and the savage " San Sebastian/' both highly   characteristic,   were   also   conceived   and   a  few lines of each noted down long before their completion. " Valenciennes/' however, belongs to 1878, and the " Dance at the Phoenix," of which the stanza beginning " 'Twas Christmas'*  alone had been written years before, seems to have been finished about the same time.    What evidence is before us goes to prove that in the 'seventies Mr. Hardy became a complete master of the art of verse, and that his poetic style was by this time fixed.    He still kept poetry out of public sight, but he wrote during the next twenty years, as though in a backwater off the stream of his novels, the poems which form the greater part of the volume of 1898.    If no other collection of his lyrical verse existed, we should miss a multitude of fine things, but our general conception of his genius would be little modified.
We should judge carelessly, however, if we treated the subsequent volumes as mere repetitions of the original Wessex Poems. They present interesting differences, which I may rapidly note before I touch on the features which characterise the whole body of Mr. Hardy's verse. Poems of the Past and Present, which came out in the first